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Bobbie Ann Mason uses her fiction to portray the
problems in American society.

She devotes most of her time

to average persons who are suffering from the rapid changes
that society is going through.

These characters at times

seem lost and helpless, but ultimately they do not give
up hope for a brighter future.

Through social problems

such as divorce, lack of communication, loss of identity
and place, obsession with the past, submersion in rock
music and TV, loss of ritual, proliferation of objects, lack
of education, and the need to face mortality, these
characters still seem to have hope and strength.

There are

serious problems to deal with, but there is also a future
that can possibly bring better times if the problems can
be solved successfully.
But Mason's world is not completely pessimistic and
not all of her characters are miserable.

Many of them

take advantage of the changes in society, and improve their
lives.

Also, there are still positive values left.

They

are not as obvious, but they are still there if a person
takes the time to look.

Not everything has changed for

the worse.

For example, Mason seems to suggest later

marriages.

Early marriages lead to discontentment and more

than an abundance of problems, and most of Mason's
characters who married younp. are very dissatisfied with
their lives.

Mason also stresses the fact that most

people have the freedom of choice since people no longer
have to behave in a certain manner, and society is more
accepting than it once was.

Mason also points out the

peace and contentment that can be found with the land.
She says as well that simplicity many times is preferable
to the "technological advances" that have driven people to
large cities where everyone seems the same, and she
Insists that there are still small towns and contented
people who inhabit them.

Other positive qualities are

the fact that we have the opportunity to receive an
education, and we still have humor.

We can look at the

mistakes we have made and find humor in them as well as
learn from them.

Mason also seems to retain the hope

that changes will keep occurring, tnat people still care
enough to fight for a better, less problem-filled life.
In subtle ways, Mason's fiction is optimistic.

All references to the following works will be
abbreviated as follows:
S - Shiloh and Other Stories
LL - Love Life

PART I
THE PROBLEMS IN AMERICAN
SOCIETY

Bobbie Ann Mason's fiction explores the many problems
that people face in an ever-changing American society.
The settings of her fiction are mainly in western Kentucky,
but the problems these characters face are nationwide
difficulties that do not relegate themselves to only one
area.

The way in which Americans live, behave, and think

are rapidly changing; in fact, American culture in general
is changipg so quickly most people seem to get lost in the
shuffle.

Mason illustrates the problems that are plaguing

our society, and the values that we should fight to preserve.
Americans have to deal with their problems before they can
safely move on to a brighter and more hopeful future.
Mason's characters tend to be members of the middle
class and the lower middle class society which make
the largest percentage of Americans.
which is being most threatened.

up

This is the class

Her characters often are

everyday working class individuals such as K-Mart clerks or
truck drivers.
She is concerned with the popular culture in the United
States of what she refers to as the "shopping mall generation"
(Havens 95).

Her people live in a world of fast-food

franchises, tanning salons, subdivisions, and shopping
malls.

This is the type of world in which her characters

are forced to live, and many of their problems are due to
the changes which are rapidly occurring

Ind affecting the way

they behave, their values, morals, expectations, and generally
their complete lifestyle.

There are serious and soul-

threatening problems that these characters are forced to
deal with and try to find solutions to.
The ten most significant problems in American society
that can be found in Mason's fiction are

(1) Divorce,

(2) Loss of Communication, (3) Loss of Identity, (4) Loss
of Place, (5) Obsession with the Past, (6) Submersion in
Rock Music and TV, (7) Loss of Ritual, (8) Proliferation
of Objects, (9) Lack of Education, and (10) The Need to
Face Mortality.
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Divorce
Divorce is one of the largest issues that Mason deals
with in her fiction.

Although many times she shows that

divorce is actually the best for everyone concerned, she
usually shows it as very destructive.

She sees that the

family unit is being destroyed and is no longer important.
Divorce in Mason's fiction is usually the result of confusion
brought on by the changes in society and the changes in
the traditional roles for men and women.
In "Shiloh" Norma Jean and Leroy Moffitt are in a
dying relationship after sixteen years of marriage.

Leroy

was a truck driver until he had an accident and injured
himself too badly to be able to drive his truck.

His job

has kept him away from home for most of his married life.
Now that he is at home, he and Norma Jean find that they are
virtual strangers.

They both have changed, but they have

not changed together.

Leroy's tractor-trailor rig can

be seen as a symbol of his old lifestyle which has been
wrecked, so "he is not sure what to do next" (S 1).

This

temporary disability is actually more than just physical
Injury; it can also be seen as describing his and Norma
Jean's overall condition (Wilhelm, "Private Rituals," 276).
Leroy has not changed as Norma Jean has.

He tries to

hang on to the past, but she wants to move forward.

He does

not know why his marriage is falling apart, and he does not
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understand his wife anymore.

He spends most of his time

working on craft kits such as string art, a snap-together
He

B-17 Flying Fortress, and popsicle stick constructions.

also plans to build a log cabin in the hopes of making Norma
Jean happy and creating a real home.
Norma Jean spends her days building a new body by
lifting weights.

She also tries writing, cooking exotic

foods and learning electric organ music.

Their marriage

is falling apart, and they no longer have anything in
common.

Leroy does not know how to make his marriage

work, and Norma Jean no longer wants to make it work.

She

is ready to move on to a new life.
"The Retreat" is also about an unhappily married
woman, Georgeann.

She is dissatisfied with her life and

her lack of choice In life.
as a minister's wife:

Her life is very oppressive

she plays the piano at church services,

she types and mimeographs the church bulletins, she prepares
the grape juice for communion, she attends weddings and
funerals, and she goes on the annual summer retreat that
"energizes and rejuvenates" her husband (Ylorphew 42).

For

Georgeann, the retreat offers nothing worthwhile, and she
attends a silly workshop on Christian marriage enhancement
which concentrates on seven kinds of intimacy.

This retreat

brings her dissatisfaction with her marriage to a head.

While attending her workshop, Georgeann poses the
following question to the other women in the room:

What do you do if the man you're married
to -- this is just a hypothetical question -say he's the cream of creation and all,
and he's sweet as can be, but he turns
out to be the wrong one for you? What
do you do if you're just simply mismatched?
(S 143)

Her question is met with silence, and everyone looks at her
strangely.

She does not feel happy with her marriage, and

nobody seems to be willing to help her.

Her mother did

not approve of her marriage, but now "she promotes the
sanctity of the union" (S 137).
Yet, unlike Norma Jean in "Shiloh," Georgeann does not
have any opportunities open to her to make it on her own.
She cannot leave her husband, has very little education,
and she does not have a job except the one she does for
her husband, Shelby, in the church.

She is basically

trapped with no way out.
Georgeann's condition is symbolically seen through
the sick chicken that she watches over.

Like the chicken,

Georgeann is sick of her unhappy marriage.

But she has no

support, emotional or financial, and she has nowhere to go.
At the end of the story, Georgeann kills the chicken and
accepts defeat.

After she chops the head off the chicken,

"Georgeann feels nothing, only that she had done her
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duty" (S 147).

She will now become the dutiful wife that

her husband expects her to be (Morphew 43-44).
In "Drawing Names" Mason not only focuses on divorce,
but shows us as well the disintegration of the family unit.
Carolyn Sisson, who is divorced, has returned home where her
family is gathering for a Christmas celebration.

This

family has grown apart, and they spend very little time
together.

Laura Jean's boyfriend is not accepted by the

family, Carolyn's new boyfriend does not show up, and Iris
tells Carolyn that she and her husband are getting a
divorce,

but that they are staying together for the holiday

for the family's sake.

It is obvious that this family unit

is barely hanging on and that other things have become more
important than family.
The

disintegration of a marriage can also be seen in

"Offerings" where Sandra, the principal character, spends
her days growing vegetables and counting cats (S 53).

Her

husband, Jerry, has moved to Louisville to work at a K-Mart
store, and "Sandra has stayed behind, reluctant to spend
her weekends with him watching go-go dancers in smoking
bars" (S 53).
Sandra's mother and grandmother have come to visit her,
and she must keep her separation from her husband a secret
from her grandmother.

It is made clear that Sandra's

grandmother would not understand why her granddaughter would
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want a divorce.

She tells her grandmother that Jerry is

working the night shift at his job.

It is obvious that she

cannot keep up this lie forever, Out her mother does not
want her to tell the truth because the grandmother has "been
through so much . • • Land] she thinks the world of Sandra"
(S 58).

Sandra resists the idea of getting back together

with her husband, but exactly what he did to deserve her
hatred is not discussed; it is the divorce itself that
becomes the focus.
In "Old Things" Cleo Watkins' daughter, Linda, has
left her husband, and Cleo is the one left to cook for,
clean up after, and take care of her two grandchildren,
Tammy and Davey.

It is Cleo not Linda who cooks the meals

and continuously cleans the house.

Also, Cleo sews for

her grandchildren including cheerleading outfits for
Tammy's cheerleading squad.

The children do not even thank

Cleo for all the things she does for them; in fact, all
they seem to be able to do is complain.
Cleo tries to get Linda to go back to her husband, Bob.
She tells

Linda that her children need a daddy.

Her reply

is, "You're full of prunes if you think I'm going back to
Bob!

. . I don't feel like hanging around the same house

with somebody that can go for three hours without saying
a word.

He might as well not be there" (S 79).

Cleo gives

her daughter marital advice such as "You have to remember

to give each other some loving . . . Don't take each other
for granted" (S 80).

Linda's only reply is "Bob's no

morning glory" (S 80).
Linda has not only abandoned her husband, she has
also abandoned her children.

She does not give much thought

to the future or about how she will be able to bring up two
children by working as a clerk at K-Mart.
of herself and what she wants.

She only thinks

Finally, Bob, who has not

visited his children since they moved out with their mother,
agrees to move out of the house so Linda and the children
can move back in.

It is doubtful that he will spend much

time with his children in the future.

Linda also is not

concerned with her children; she is too busy starting a new
life for herself.
"Residents and Transients" begins with thLs sentence:
"Since my husband went away to work in Louisville, I have
to my surprise taken a lover" (LL 121).

The riarrator's

husband, Stephen, works for a company that requires frequent
transfers.

She knew this when she married him, but suddenly

she decides that she does "not want to go to Louisville.
[She does] not want to go anywhere" (LL 121).

So she

begins having an affair with her dentist named Larry.
describes her life the following way:
years old.

She

"I am nearly thirty

I have two men, eight cats, no cavities.

day I was counting the cats and I absentmindly counted
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myself" (LL 127).

She does not seem very happy with her

life, and when her husband calls she lies to him, and she
does not mention the fact that she never plans on following
him to Louisville or that she is involved with someone
else.
Edwin Creech in "A New-Wave Format" in many ways is
not an admirable person and is another of

ason's divorcees.

At the age of forty-three, he is living with Sabrina who
is twenty.

His two ex-wives seemed to have drifted away

from him, and he never tried to hold them back.

But with

Sabrina, he knows he must make an effort, for it is beginning
to dawn on him that sooner or later women get disillusioned
with him (LL 215).

Their relationship is based on the fac'

that they both love Fudgsicles, speedboats, and WKRP in
Cincinnati (LL 215).
Edwin is finally beginning to grow up and realize that
the world around him is changing and so must he.
that his own life has passed him by.

He feels

In fact, he feels his

life can be summed up in a few sentences:

During his first marriage, he worked
in a gas station, saving for a down
payment on a house. Lois Ann fed him on
a TV tray while he watched the war. It
was like a drama series. After Lois Ann,
and then his travels out West, there was
Carolyn and another down payment on
another house and more of the war.
Carolyn had a regular schedule -- pork
chops on r:onday, chicken on Tuesdays.

Thursday's menu has completely escaped
his memory. He feels terrible, remembering
the war as a TV series. His life has
been a delayed reaction (LL 222).

Obviously, marriage has not been a high priority in his life,
and his relationship with Sabrina will probably end up the
same way that his marriages did.
In "Hunktown" Joann and Cody Swann are divorcees who
have decided to try marriage once again.

They have known

each other since high school, but they both married other
people.

Joann realized that "after eighteen years of marriage

to Joe Murphy [she] found herself without a man -- one
of those women whose husbands suddenly leave them for
someone younger" (LL 35).

After her divorce, she meets

Cody who is also divorced, and they decide to give marriage
another try -- this time to each other.

Yet they both still

have fears, and they do not seem to really know whether
they should be married or not.
Barbara in "The Secret of the Pyramids" is not married,
but her ex-]over who was married, died suddenly in a car
crash.

He had a nice wife and two children, but this did not

keep Barbara from having an affair with him.

He had

wealth and success, but he was not happy with his life or
his marriage.

In fact, he and Barbara both seemed to have

very little respect for the institution of marriage.
In "Private

-"

ickey finds 1-ime1f having an affair

with his first wife, Donna, although he has remarried and

has children.

He gets involved with her because he decides

that he wants to find his daughter, the child he and Donna
gave up for adoption before they were married.

He does not

seem concerned at all about his affair, and he even takes
Donna to Florida with him to search for their daughter.
He realizes that his wife probably knows he is having an
affair, but he does not care.
In "Sorghum" yet another marriage is falling apart.
Liz's husband, Danny:

worked the four-to-midnight shift at
the tire plant, and for the past
several Friday nights he had been
coming in late, usually drunk. Liz
worked all day at a discount store,
and the only times she was with Danny
during the week, they were asleep.
Weekends were shocking, when they saw
each other awake and older (LL 199).

Danny is probably having an affair, and Liz meets a man
she likes and begins an affair.

They no longer have a

real marriage any more and the only thing they have in
common is their children.
In "Memphis" Beverly meets her ex-husband, Joe at
the Paradise Club, each having dates.

Although they were

married for several years, they had very little in common.
Yet Joe is about to move to Columbia, South Carolina,
and he wants his ex-wife and their children to move with
him.

He tells her, "We could buy a house and get back

together" (LL 221).

She is reluctant to get married again
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to Joe because her "parents had stayed married like two
dogs locked together in passion, except it wasn't passion"
(LL 232).

She realizes that times have changed and that she

does not have to marry Joe because she can do what she wants
to do.
In "Graveyard Day" Mason focuses on a character's
problem ending her relationship with her ex-husband so
that she can develop a new and stronger relationship with
someone else.

Waldeen has been divorced from her husband for

several months but she cannot "get rid" of him "just by
signing a paper" (S 172).

She is now dating another man

with the same name (Joe) as her first husband, but she
resists marrying him because he would be like "a sugar
substitute" (S 166).
As she watches her boyfriend clean up the graveyard
and rake leaves, Waldeen comes to the conclusion that "the
burial plot, not a diamond ring, symbolizes the promise
of marriage" (S 177).

Her final action of jumping into

the leaves that Joe raked into a pile to be burned on the
exact spot that she imagined earlier will be her gravesite,
can suggest that she is finally willing to let the past
burn away.

She can rise from the "grave" as a new person

who feels capable of starting a new life with new
relationships (Wilhelm, "Private Rituals" 278-80).
This problem of divorce is the largest one facing Mason's
characters.

When the family breaks down, it is easy for

other problems to take over the inaividual's life.

With

the break up of families there are few traditional
rituals
left, communication is a thing of the past, there is
no
longer a sense of place, and other unimportant things
suddenly become important.

These characters cling to

useless objects and television tryir

to make themselves

happy, but in general, their efforts are not working.
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Lack of Communication
Many of the problems which the characters face in
Mason's fiction are brought on because there is a serious
lack of communication.

No one really listens to what

someone else has to say, or they pretend to listen but
they do not really care.

Also, many of these characters

do not know how to communicate any longer.

They do not

seem to see the value of good ocmmunication.
In "Shiloh" Leroy Moffit can no longer communicate
with his wife, Norma Jean.

He has been away working

during most of their marriage, and Norma Jean has changed.
She feels that she no longer knows who her husband is.
They never talk to one another.

She goes off to work at

the Rexall drugstore or is involved in some fad while he
spends his time making crafts and thinking about the past.
They are actually strangers.
their marriage.

They cannot even discuss

At one point, Leroy says, "I'll sell my

rig and build us a house . . . [but] that wasn't what he
wanted to say.

He wanted to know what she thought --

what she really thought -- about them" (S 9).

Their

failure to communicate leads to a failing marriage.
In "Drawing Names" no one communicates with anyone else.
The family gathers for Christmas, but they are all like
strangers, and they do not know how to talk to each other
anymore.

Also, none of them seems to communicate with his

boyfriend or husLanu.

Cavoi;0 does not know iV her boyfriend

loves her or not, and she is afraid to ask him.

Iris and

her husband are getting a divorce, but they do not
want anyone in the family to know.

When their father

finishes eating, he goes directly to his recliner

to

watch TV, and he does not really talk to anyone; in fact,
there is no communication in this family.
In "The Climber" Dolores cannot seem to tell her
husband about her fears that she may have breast cancer.
When her husband notices that she is acting strangely,
he jokes about it, and suggests
through the change.

that she may be going

Her reaction was to cry "until she

could feel the tears run down on her breasts" (S 113).
She never tells him about her appointment with her doctor,
or the fact that the results were that she had fibrocystic
disease not cancer.

If she had been able to talk with her

husband, he could have possibly helped her through her crisis.
In "The Retreat" Georgeann cannot communicate with
her husband, and she feels that she has nobody whom she can
talk to or share her problems with.

She is very unhappy

with her husband, but he does not understand why and he
refuses to really listen tc what she is trying to say.
She spends most of her time at the retreat playing a
video game.

She tries to explain to her husband how it

feels to play the game, and he "looks at her indulgently"
(S 146).

He does not understand her, and he does not know

how to make her happy anymore.
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In "Private Lies" Mickey tries to tell his wife, Tina,
about his desire to find his daughter who was adopted.
His wife does not want to hear anything about the daughter
he had by nis first wife.

She does not want their

children to know about this other child, and she does not
care about his "other" child or any emotional turmoil
her husband is going through.
talk about it.

She simply does not want to

In a sense, this leads him to go to

his first wife whom he feels he can talk to.

He begins

having an affair with her, and his marriage begins to
deteriorate.

If his wife had been willing to talk with

him, their marriage may have been better and he may have not
been tempted to have an affair.
In "Narita" the character by the same name has returned
home from college.

She tells her mother, Sue Ellen, that

she has returned home because she missed her, but her mother
realizes that there is more to it than that.

Yet, when

she realizes that Narita is pregnant, she talks her into
getting an abortion because she knows that Narita is not
adult enough to take care of a child, but she still does
not know her daughter or understand her.

Narita did not feel

that she could tell her mother that she was pregnant, but
when her mother confronts her with it, she does tell
her the truth.

Although they live in the same home, they never

really talk to each other.

:f there is a serious problem between Spence and Lila
in the short novel Spence + Lila it is a lack of communication
Spence has a hard time expressing his feelings for his wife.
He cannot seem to tell her how much he loves her.

Even

moments before the orderlies are getting ready to wheel
Lila to surgery, Spence is "edging out the door" (44).
Lila asks him if he is going to give her any "sugar" and
Spence clutches her hands and self-consciously bends down to
kiss her.

He is even too shy to wish her luck.

Spence

feels the following way:

At times there is no way on earth he can say
what he feels: He knows what he wants to
say, and he imagines saying it to—TTra,
but it takes guts to admit guilt and
wrong, to express sorrow, to lavish loving
feelings on someone. If only he could, he
would say, "Lila, you and me have been
together a long time, and we've been through
a lot together." He laughs to himself.
How phony that would be. It sounds like
something on television. He has never said
those things because he would feel as
he were speaking lines. Real love
though
requires something else, something deeper.
And sometimes a feeling just goes without
saying (73).
Spence feels that words are inadequate and phony.

He

prefers to show his feelings through actions and not words,
but his self-conscious actions do not communicate either.
In "Sorghum" Liz and her husband Danny rarely actually
talk to each nther.

When they are not working, they are

fighting with each other.

When Liz tells him that she

wants to go back to college and finish getting her degree,
he just laughs at her and tells her a story of a man who
he knew whose wife went to college and then she completely
changed into another person.
his wife says seriously.

He does net take anything

Instead of trying to build up

their relationship, they both go outside their marriage
to find any happiness that they can.
In "The Hookers" Mary Lou Skaggs and her husband
Mack find themselves alone together after their last child
leaves home.

They discover that they no longer know how

to communicate with each other.
about Mack.

Mary Lou is "concerned

He seems embarrassed that they are alone in

the house now for the first itme in years.

When Judy fails

to come home on weekends, he paces around restlessly"
(S 18).

They are almost strangers, and she spends her

free time playing cards with her friends while he watches
television and reads books to keep up with his daughter.
fears that his wife may leave him.

Mary Lou's answer is,

"Don't worry, I wouldn't think of leaving you.
starve" (S 25).

He seems happy with her reply.

You'd
They are

being forceri to learn how to speak to each other without
the interference of their children.

In many ways, they

are starting their marriage all over again.
In "Still Life With Watermelon" Louise Milsap spends
her days painting watermelons or standing in line at the

Mack
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unemployment office.

Her husband Tom has gone to Texas

to work on the ranch of a friend's uncle.

He did not

really ask his wife what she thought about his leaving his
own business and moving out of state, he just did it
They got in a fight over it, and he accused

impulsively.

her of being afraid to try new things.

She became angry

and threw a Corning Ware Petit Pan at him and made his
ear bleed.

He left for Texas two days later.

She realizes

that by throwing the Corning Ware at Tom she was trying to
get his attention (S 65).

Suddnly, Tom appears back in

her life with a Big Mac from McDonalds as a truce.

She

is not sure what his being back home means, and she realizes
that she began

painting the watermelons out of spite, "as

if to prove to Tom that she could do something as wild as
what he was doing" (S

73).

This couple will probably stay

together, but it is doubtful that their communication will
improve.

Tom could not even apologize for his actions.

All

he could do was buy her a Big Mac, and she could not express
her anger and unhappiness except by throwing a pan at his
head.

By painting pictures of watermelons, Louise was in

many ways searching for an identity, which is another problem
Mason's characters have to face.

25

Loss of Identity
The roles of men and women have changed radically in
the past few decades, and these changes have in many cases,
brought on confusion.

Most of Mason's male characters

are emotionally detached.
"Shiloh."

An example of this is Leroy in

He has avoided thinking about the death of his

baby sixteen years ago, but now with only time on his
hands, he thinks about it.

He and Norma Jean had gone to

a drive-in movie and the infant died while sleeping in
the back seat:

Leroy can hardly remember the child
anymore, but he still sees vividly a scene
from Dr. Strangelove in which the President
of the United States was talking in a
folksy voice on the hot line to the Soviet
premier about the bomber accidently headed
toward Russia . . . Leroy remembers
Norma Jean standing catatonically beside
him in the hospital and himself thinking:
Whn is this strange girl? He had forgotten
who she was. Now scientists are saying that
crib death is caused by a virus. Nobody
knows anything Leroy thinks. The answers are
always changing (S 5).

Where Leroy is somewhat unemotional and weak, Norma Jean is
stronger emotionally, and she is more in control of her
life.

She had made a new life for herself without Leroy.

Jenny in "Love Life" is an example of an independent
modern female.

She is in her thirties and single.

works for a living, and she supports herself.

She

She has no

dependents, and she does not depend upon others.

She feels
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that "marriage is outdated" (LL 9).
decisions.

She makes her own

Her Aunt Opal does not know exactly what to

think of her.

She does not understand Jenny's open affairs

or her outspoken language.

Jenny is completely different

from how women were twenty or thirty years ago, and Opal
has a hard time understanding what is so good about these
changes.
Women have become more independent, and many men and
older people have a hard time accepting this.
longer want to be dependent upon a man.
is an example of this.

Women no

Sandra in "Offerings"

Her husband has moved to Louisville,

but she has no desire to follow him there.
want to do what is expected of her.

She does not

She likes living where

she is now, where she feels secure and safe.

She is not

exactly sure what she plans to do in the future, but for
the present she is happy growing vegetables and cats.
mother does not understand her.

Her

She comes from a generation

of women who stayed with their husbands no matter what.

She

does not want Sandra to tell her grandmother about the
separation because she feels that it would hurt the older
woman who cannot understand.
In "Old Things" Linda represents an unhappily married
woman with children who sweeps aside convention and leaves
her husband to find her own identity and to begin a new
life.

She does not care that she was financially secure

when she was with her husband.

She wants to be happy and
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secure for herself.

Her mother, a woman of the older

generation, does not know how to deal with her.

She feels

that Linda should go back to her husband for the children's
sake.

She does not accept Linda's way of thinking or her

behavior.

It upsets her that Linda goes out all the time

having meaningless fun when she could be secure at home with
her husband and her children.
it on her own.

Linda wants to try to make

Instead of being just someone's wife or

mother, she wants to be Linda.
A story similiar to this is "Residents and Transients."
Mary's husband has gone to Louisville to work, but she does
not want to follow him.

She wants her own identity, but

she does not know exactly what that is yet.
have a career or any kind of job.

She does not

She almost seems lost.

She takes a lover, but she is not happy with him.

She is

also reluctant to tell her husband that she does not plan
to follow him, and of course she does not mention the fact
that she is having an affair.

She is confused and unsure

of what she really wants which contrasts with Linda's
knowing exactly what she wants in "Old Things".
In "Memphis" Beverly is also unsure of herself.

She

has divorced her husband, but she is not sure if it was
the right decision or not.

She is somewhat happy with her

life, but she feels that something is missing from it.
her ex-husband sees her out with another man, he decides

When
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When she hears that he is being

that he wants her back.

transferred to another state, she is not sure if she wants
to go with him or not.

Finally, she realizes that she does

not love him, and that she does not have to go with him.
She does not need him anymore to be happy, and she can
build a new identity and a new life for herself.
In "The Retreat" Georgeann longs for her own identity.
She does not want to be just a wife or mother, she longs to
do something for herself.
of identity.

She is unhappy because of her lack

She went straight from high school into

marriage and motherhood, and she never had time just for
herself.

Now she is beginning to wish for what she could

have had if she had made other choices in the past.

She

realizes that it is too late now for her to have a life
of her own.
In "Midnight Magic" Steve seems unsure of who he is
and what he want

from life.

He knows he wants more out

of life than what he has, but he is not sure what it is
he wants.

He is not sure if his girlfriend Karen is the

person he wants to spend the rest of his life with or
not.

He is jealous of his friend Doran who has fallen

deeply in love and has gotten married.

Steve does not

know if he will ever feel that deeply for Karen.

Doran tells

Steve that he feels as though he has won a sweepstakes.
also says, "She really makes me feel like somebody.

He

Isn't
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that all anybody wants in the world -- just to feel like
somebody?" (LL 21).
way around Karen.

He realizes that he does not feel this

Steve feels at loose ends, and he sometimes

has "sudden feelings of desperation he can't explain -as if he has to get rid of something in his system"

(LL 26).

He is searching for his own identity and hoping to find
someone or something that will make him happy.
In "Hunktown" Cody is also searching for his own
identity.

He is now at the point in his life where he

feels that he can do what he wants to do.
to become a famous country music singer.

His wish is
He had manufactured

electrical parts, but he has been laid off, so he feels that
now is the opportunity that he will

ever have of becoming

who he wants to become, so he sets off for Nashville to get
his wish.
Marita in the story by the same name is yet another
character searching for her own identity.
college because she has gotten pregnant.

She has quit
She is not sure

if she wants to keep the baby or not, and she is not sure
if she even wants to go back to college again.

Her mother

helps talk her into getting an abortion, but even after she
has it done, she is unsure of what she wants to do.

She

cannot seem to stay interested in anything for any length
of time.

Her mother tells her that she "should have a baby

someday when the circumstances are right:

meaning a good

looking man with money" (LL 65).

Marita probably has a long

way to go before she discovers her own identity and finds
out what she really wants in life.

Her abortion makes her

think of her junior year in Home EC where instead of learning
about sex education, they were taught how to take care of
a baby by treating fake flour babies as real human infants.
Some of the girls at the end of the semester when they had
to give up their babies cried, but Narita did not, she
ran away from the gym "like a young dog after a flying
Frisbee, like someone in love"

(LL 67).

The loss of identity is probably equal in importance
to the loss of place, which most of Mason's characters
also face.

31

Loss of Place
In Mason's stories, the characters seem lost without
a sense of place.

In "Residents and Transients" which is the

only story in the collection of Shiloh and Other Stories
which is written in first person, the central character's
husband is

one of those Yankees who are moving into
this region with increasing frequency, a
fact which disturbs the native residents . . .
I overhear the skeptical and desperate remarks
as though the town were being invaded.
The school children are saying "you guys"
now and smoking dope. I can imagine a classroom of bashful country hicks, listening
to some new kid blithely talking in a
Northern brogue about his year in Europe.
Such influences are making people jittery
(S 121-22).

This invasion is not only Yankees; it is a mass movement
of merchandise, brand names, and pop culture (Arnold .137).
In "Shiloh" Leroy remarks that "subdivisions are spreading
across western Kentucky like an oil slick" (31).

Family

farms are being bought out by conglomerates, and the retired
move from the land owned for generations into condominiums,
or they set off across country in expensive recreational vans.
As one of these displaced farmers remarks in "The Ocean,"
"on modern farms the cows have numbers rather than names.
How could you keep a cow without a name? .

.

How would

you talk to it?" (S 162).
Families no longer have a sense of place anymore.
communities are succumbing to the disorienting forces of

The
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mobility and change.

Young people no longer apprentice

themselves to their parents, and they no longer take over
the family farms.

Instead, they are moving away, and they

are uncertain of what they want (Kakutani, "Struggle and Hope
in the New South" 18A).

In Spence + Lila, Mason writes of

Spence that "his family is busting out at the seams and
that he cannot keep track of what they are up to.

His children

have all moved away from home.
As far as Spence is concerned his 73-acre farm
"cut through by the creek and a stand of trees" represents
the entire world:

This is it. This is all there is in the
world --, it contains everything there is
to know or possess, yet everywhere people
are knocking their brains out trying to
find something different, something better.
His kids all scattered, looking for it.
Everyone always wants a way out of something
like this, but what he has here is the main
thing there is -- just the way things grow
and die, the way the sun comes up and goes
down every day. These are the facts of life.
They are so simple they are almost impossible
to grasp (132).

In "The Ocean" Bill and Imogene have sold their property,
retired and bought a RV to travel wherever they want to
go.

They have given up their roots and the only way of

living they are familiar with.
expect this grub to last.

Imogene warns Bill, "Don't

I can't can on the road" (S 150).

She is referring to the chicken and potato salad which she
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made before they left.

They have left their home, the

farm, and their children.

Now they only have memories

to give a sense of place.

They have become rootless.

In "Hunktown" Joann is very reluctant to give up the
farm she and Cody live on.

This farm belonged to her

parents, and it has grown wild now because Cody is not a
farmer, but Joann still plants a garden.

She does not

want to move to Nashville or some other strange city where
Cody hopes to become famous.
and a sense of place.

This farm gives her security

She would be lost if she did not

have this farm to go to.

If her marriage to Cody does not

work out, she will always have her farm to cling to; without
it she would be lost.
In "Wish" Sam and his sisters are horrified everytime
they drive by their old home and see the junk cars around
It in the yard of bare dirt and the large elm in front split.
Many times "Sam and his sisters had wished the new interstate
had gone through the homeplace instead.

Sam knew he should

have bought out his sisters and kept it" (LL
not only lost this home, but his wife had "forced" him to
move out of the nice home they shared that was near his
parents' house into a new modern house near town.

On the

day they moved,
Sam stayed in bed with the covers pulled
up around him and refused to budge. He
was still there at four o'clock in the
evening. After his cousins had moved out
all the furniture. Nova ignored him until
they came for the bed. She laid his clothes
on the bed and rattled the car keys in his
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face . . . only a few years after that,
Nova died and left him in that brick box
she called a dream home (LL 235).
He only has his memories to give him a true sense of place.
Where he now lives does not seem like a home,
and he is not happy with it.
In "Love Life" Jenny is searchinR for a sense of
place.

She has returned to Kentucky after living out of

state for most of her life.

Before she returned, she was

"waitressing in Denver, but she was growing restless again,
and the idea of going home sei2W

her."

She says that she

is looking for a "place to land" (LL 3.

On impulse she

buys a lot in the woods on Lake Barkley.

When she purchases

the land, she finally finds her own place to start a home
with her own trees, vines, and underbrush.

She feels

more 'ike a i.Dmplete person after she has her own place.
Before, she felt like something was missing from her life.
In "Bumblebees" two women, one widowed and one divorce,
go together to buy a farm with a big house on it.

Barbara,

during all of her married life, lived in town, but she
falls in love with the fields and the hillside of wild
apples, and she will have her wish of growing a garden come
true.

She was not concerned with the "dilapidated condition

of the old house" (LL 101).

It is Ruth who is excited about

the house and the prospect of remodeling it.

With the

purchase of this home and farm, they are both given a sense
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of place that neither one had actually had before.

Since

neither one of them had a true home, they were fortunate
enough that they could go in together and buy one.

Barbara

had no home since she was divorced, and Ruth had lost her
family in a tragic accident.

They have no past, but as

friends .hey can begin to build a new home together.
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Obsession with the Past
In an interview, Mason had the following to say:

don't think the people I write about
are obsessed with the past. I don't
think they care. They're kind of naive
and optimistic for the most part: they
think better times are coming, and most
of them embrace progress. But I think
they reflect that tension that's in the
culture between hanging onto the past and
racing toward the future . . . [T]here
are some people who would just never
leave home, because that's where they're
meant to be; and others, are, well, born
to run (White 71).

Although it is true that not all of Mason's characters
are obsessed with the past, the past does play an important
part in many of their lives.
In "A New-Wave Format" Edwin must go back to his past
before he can understand today or the future.

While

playing music from the 1960s, he begins to sort out the
pieces of his "scattered past and to shape from them a
larger vision of knowledge" (Brinkmeyer 27).

"It makes

Edwin sad to think how history passes by, but sometimes
he feels the same way about his own life.

As he drives

along, playing those songs, he thinks about what his life
was like back then" (LL 222).

Goinz back to the past

helps Edwin get his present life in order.

He had to

understand his past before he could understand the person
he had become, and music becomes a key to the past.

The past is vital to Nancy Culpeppe
by the same name.

IN
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She returns to Kentucky from her home

in Pennsylvania to help her parents move her grandmother
to a nursing home.

Several years earlier, Nancy had

become interested in her heritage when on a visit to her
grandmother, she went to the Culpepper family graveyard.
While there, she stumbled upon a headstone marked "Nancy
Culpepper 1833-1905."

Now that her grandmother is moving

she hopes to find a photograph, a wedding portrait, forgotten
in a closet "crammed with the accumulation of decades -yellowed newspapers, boxes of greeting cards, bags of
string, and worn-out stockings" (S 193-94).

Her grandmother

points out in one of the pictures, Nancy Hollins Culpepper.
The picture is described as follows:
The woman looks frightened -- of the camera
perhaps -- but nevertheless her deep eyes
sparkle like shards of glass. This young
woman would be glad to dance to "Lucy in
the Sky with Diamonds" on her wedding day,
Nancy thinks (S
Nancy feels closer to her family by going back into the
past, and it also helps her understand herself better.
In "Love Life" Jenny wants to know all about her aunt's
old quilts.

She is trying to learn more about her past.

She had been living in Denver, but she has returned
to Kentucky to find herself.

Through the old quilts,

Jenny feels that she is learning about her family and who
they were.

The quilt that interests her the most is the

burial quilt.

In small headstones, the births and deaths

of many of her ancestors are listed.

This quilt makes

her upset because she begins thinking of her past and
the guilt she feels over an ex-boyfriend's death who had
been dead a year before she found out about it.

Her aunt

says "Don't look back, hon," but after she does investigate
her past, she is better able to face her future (LL 17).
While looking at an old family portrait In "Wish,"
Damson blurts out, "Pap ruined my life" (LL 237).

Her

brother Sam thinks that there has always been a "sadness
about her, as though she had had the hope knocked out of
her years ago" (LL 237).

Sixty years before, Damson had

fallen in love with Lyle, but her father would not allow
her to see him.
married to.
her.

She then married Porter whom she is still

Damson thinks that Lyle killed himself over

One night when he came to see her, he was drunk,

and her father sent him away, and later they heard a gunshot.
Actually, Sam thinks that probably Lyle tripped over a
milk can and accidently shot himself, but Damson over the
years has convinced herself that he killed himself because
of her.

She has not been happy with her husband and to find

a reason for her unhappiness she goes back into her past.
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She does not blame herself or her husband, but her father
for a decision he made over sixty years ago.
In "Lying Doggo" Nancy Culpepper and her husband Jack
Cleveland's old dog is dying, and his sickness reminds
them of the past.

When Nancy married Jack he already

owned Grover Cleveland, and she felt that she was "marrying
a divorced man with a child" (S 196).

Grover now has

severe arthritis in his legs, and sometimes he cannot get
up.

They are fa4x!ot

with the knowledge that he is not going

to live forever, and they need to put him to sleep so that
he will not suffer.

Nancy feels that "the dying of Grover

marks a milestone in her marriage to Jack, a marriage that
has somehow lasted almost fifteen years" (S 198).
her think of her life with Jack.

It makes

She thinks about their

early years together when they lived in a van until their
son was born.

She also thinks of all the changes they have

gone through in the past.
Some of Mason's characters must also deal with
submersion in rock music and TV.

their
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Submersion in Rock Music Find TV
Rock music and television are changing people's lives.
In "The Hookers," Mack feels "he has missed something"
(S 21).

He becomes "absorbed in something in TV, a pudding

commercial" (S 20), reads bestsellers and Carl Sagan's
Cosmos but "does not believe anything he has read" because
it "was not on TV in their part of the country" (S 24).
In "The Climber" Dolores hears the Oak Ridge Boys sing
"Elvira" on the radio and comments that they "used to be
a gospel quartet when Lshe] was a child.

Now, they are

a group of young men with blow dried hair, singing countryrock songs about love" (S 115).

These characters are

affected by trends and tempted by images of affluence
and prosperity.

They are products of "a culture that

asks nothing of them and rewards their compliance" (White 72).
In "A New-Wave Format" the influence of music
is discussed.

Edwin Creech drives a bus for mentally

retarded adults who are attending training classes.

The bus

has a tape deck, AM-FM, CB, and a built in first-aid kit.
Edwin plays tapes to "calm and entertain the passengers,
to keep his distance and keep order at the same time"
(S 217).

He has a golden-oldie format that soothes the

listeners and keeps everyone under control.

When he switches

his format on the advice of his very young girlfriend, he

fears that the music will cause chaos on the bus.
Edwin plays corresponds with his life.

The music

The "old" music is

what "he did not understand fifteen years ago, music that
now seems full of possibility:

the Grateful Dead, the

Jefferson Airplane, groups with vision" (S 222).
has been a "delayed reaction" (S 222).
aimless life.

His life

He has lived an

The "new" music represents a change.

He

begins playing the Squeeze, B-52s, the Psychedelic Furs,
and the Flying Lizards.

It helps Edwin to look for the real

source of the failures in his life.

Leslie White in his

article suggests that "he has found out how to surrender to
something vital outside himself -- in this case music, a
medicine that had always been there to comment on his life,
even alter it" (75).
"Hunktown" paints a clear picture of our contemporary
world with its shifting values and its TV and music.

For

every character except Joann, the central character,
television has replaced the land as a dominant reality in
their lives.

Joann's daughter, Patty, is one generation

removed from the country.

She does not know how to grow

things or pick vegetables.

Cody, Joann's husband, goes

off to Nashville hoping to make his dream come true, to
become a country music singer.

Joann hopes that he succeeds

but she is not willing to give up everything to go and follow
him; she keeps her farm.

Cody tries to persuade Joann to

move to Nashville with him by telling her about the
availability of cable television in that city.
is not persuaded.

But Joann

She has managed to cling to her roots,

and she has a sense of herself that comes from the land.
Television plays an important part in most of the lives
in Mason's fiction.

Some of her characters' lives seem to

center around the television set and music.

In "Love Life"

Opal spends most of her days watching the music channel.

She

is happiest when she is watching music videos and the louder
She says that "rock and roll is never too loud"

the better.
(LL 3).

In "Airwaves" music is also important.

Jane sets

her alarm clock to Rock-95 and when the alarm goes off "she
dozes and dreams while the music blasts in her ears for an
hour or more" (LL 180).

Jane also spends most of her time

watching television such as Mary Tyler
canned ravioli since she is unemployed.

pore while eating
In "Wish" Sam

enjoys watching nature specials and the news.

It is his

link to the outside world.
In "Detroit Skyline, 1949" Peggy Jo is introduced
to television for the first time when she visits relatives
in Detroit.

She is quickly fascinated by the shows she

sees, and cannot imagine going back home and living without
a television.

She likes to watch Howdy Doody, Uncle

Arthur's Bedtime Stories, Believe It or Not, Wax Wackies,
and Lucky Pup.

She even gives up the chance of visiting
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the city of Detroit because she would have missed Wax
Wackies and Judy Splinters.
In "Old Things" Cleo Watkins is very involved with
television.

She cannot even talk on the phone without

watching television at the same time.
program is Charlie's Angles.

Her favorite TV

When Cleo's daughter, Linda

plans to go out, her daughter cries, "You ain't never missed
Charlie's Angles" (S 79).

Every event in this story centers

around a television show and everything that happens
reminds somebody of something or someone on television.
In "Piano Fingers" Dean, who is a delivery man and is
"sick of the garbage on TV," fantasizes about writing a
television show centered around "an amateur detective, an
ordinary guy who drives a delivery van" (LL 82).

Dean

spends rlost of his time creating plots for his show called
Ballinger, and when he is not doing this, he is constantly
watching television.

Everything makes him think of possible

plots for his show, even television commercials.

Dean

tries to live a more exciting life through his imagination
and through television.
Television has changed the lomy in Which people live.

Even

"the farmers who used to gather around the courhouse square
on Saturday afternoon to play checkers and spit tobacco
juice" (S 4) are barely missed because they have been
replaced by television personalities.

Even such a simple

ritual as this has been lost to change.

,
r•-•

Loss of Ritual
Leslie white points out that 1,:ason "partici.oates in
the tradition of American art which seeks to destroy the
cultural romantical image of itself" (73).

He goes on to say

that the stories in Shiloh and Other Stories are about
what can happen when people lose traditional rituals and
"fail to prevent aspects of their culture from trivializing
life, drying it up, turning it bland and narrow" (73).
As shown in "Drawing Names" many of the traditions and
rituals that people usually have are decaying and dying.
They no longer have importance like they once did.

The

decaying of the family parallels that of the "broken" and
"crumbling" ornaments which decorate the Christmas tree
(S 102).

Carolyn's mother observes that "it don't seem like

Christmas with drawed names" (S 94).

The family traditions

during Christmas have become less personal and less emotional.
Also the ritual of a shared meal has changed.

Dinner begins

without ceremony "when the plate rattles" (S 100), and no one
even bothers to ask the grandfather to "turn thanks"
(S 101).

Carolyn's boyfriend never shows up, and her father

abruptly leaves the table after eating a few bites.

This

family has outgrown its old patterns for "fashioning
solidarity" just like Carolyn's mother who is a seamstress
comments that she could not find a dress pattern large
enough for one of her customers (Wilhelm, "Private Rituals"
101).

In "A New-Wave Format" Edwin can only remember his
ex-wives by the food that they fixed.
certain schedule that they went

by.

They each had a
His first wife

fed him on a TV tray cn that he could watch the war on
television and eat at the same time.

His second wife had

certain foods that she fixed on the same day week after
week such as pork chops on Mondays and chicken on Tuesdays.
These meaningless rituals are the only way Edwin can
remember his life back then.
The funeral is an important ritual in "The Secret
of the Pyramids," but even its significance has been lost.
Barbara's ex-boyfriend has been killed in an automobile
accident, and she feels that she should at least go to the
funeral home, if not the funeral.

Barbara thinks that his

body is lying in a casket "like a store display" (LL 79).
The funeral is not emotional, and it seems to have no
meaning.

This is what has been lost.

Everyone just stares

at the body as if it is a pair of shoes he would have had in
his store before his death.
that he has died.

Nobody seems to really care

They just walk by him and then sign the

guest register where "in a week or so, they will receive
little printed thank-you notes, provided by the funeral
home" (LL
The funeral theme occurs again in "Graveyard Day."
Joe McClain or one of his relatives clean the family cemetary

twice each year.

This is one ritual that they continue

year after year.

Joe recognizes his responsibility of taking

geraniums to his grandparents' graves.

His grandmother

always kept them in her basement during the winter, and in
the spring she took them to her husband's grave.
her death in November, it is Joe'

Since

responsibility to carry

on the tradition.
The church rituals are no longer serving their intended
purposes in "The Retreat."

Georgeann receives no support from

her church even though her husband is a pastor there.

She

is trapped by her marriage and by the church's secretarial
duties, but the church does not seer tote there when she
needs help.

She no longer receives support from the church,

and her husband is not a very good spiritual leader for
her.
In "Wish" Sam has a hard time keeping his eyes open
at church and the preacher, "a fat faced boy with a college
degree _and] a curious way of pronouncing his r's" talks
about polution and oil spills.

Instead of listening to the

sermon, Sam dreams about a "flock of chickens scratching
up a bed of petunias" (LL 233).

Going to church seems

to be only a prelude to a big dinner at his sister's house.
He does not seem to be too interested in any message that the
preacher may be trying to give him.

Going to church

on Sundays seems to have become a meaningless ritual, and

the true reasons for attending church no longer exist for
Sam or for many other of Mason's characters.
In "Airwaves" Jane's brother Joe "couldn't get in the
Army because he had high arches, so he became a Holy Roller
preacher instead.

He used to cuss like the devil, but now

he's preaching up a storm" (LL 183).

Joe's father thinks

his son is crazy, and he wonders how he had
out that way.

son that turned

He feels Joe is "bound and determined to

make a fool out of himself.

His wife runs out on him, and

he turns around and starts preaching Holy Roller" (LL 184).
He is even shocked to learn that Joe is talking in tongues
also.

Jane visits Joe's church which is called the Foremost

Evangelical Assembly.

The church is actually a converted

house trailer with a coke machine.

The church rituals are

reduced to farces.
Jane feels that Joe's preaching is a joke.

Everyone

sits on the floor or on folding chairs drinking cokes.
Behind Joe is a television that "stares at the congregation"
(LL 187).

She does not feel that he is giving a sermon but

stories "about how bad he used to be before he found
Christ" (LL 189).

He is not even telling about his past

truthfully; instead, he spices it up a little.
suddenly starts speaking in tongues,

When Joe

Jane feels that he is

actually "trying hard not to say 'abracadabra' or any other
familiar words.

Jane, disappointed, doubts that these

words are messages from heaven" (LL 190).

It seems that Joe

is making a mockery of the church and its true purpose.
Not only have once-significant rituals disappeareu,
however; in Mason's world even the most mundane rituals are
In "Sorghum" Liz meets a man who still makes

eroding away.

sorghum molasses with all the old equipment.

Cletus Summer

has been making sorghum for generations in the same way,
and Lz is one of the many people who stop by his home to
watch him make it.

The tourists think that Summer's work

is fascinating, but there is the underlying feeling that
Summer is the last of his kind.

Making sorghum the old

way is rarely done anymore because it is quicker and
cheaper to produce it in large quantities with the use
of machines.

Producing sorghum by hand is a ritual that

is quickly fading away.
In "Love Life" Jenny is fascinated with the old ritual
of quilt making without the use of sewing machines.

It

is rare to find anyone who is willing to make quilts such
as the double-wedding ring quilt, star quilt, or crazy
quilt, by hand.

It is a long and tedious job, and Jenny

is fascinated by the process.
with the burial quilt.

She is especially intrigued

it is carried through the family

down generations, and when a family member dies, his name,
date of birth, and date of death are put on a small headstone
and appliqued to a square for the quilt.

Jenny's aunt has
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put the quilt away because she feels that it is morbid,
but Jenny believes that it is fascinating, and she is
one of

ason's few characters who want to keep up a long-

lost tradition.
Most of the others merely let them go.
many rituals are being lost,
replacing

But since so

ason shows us characters

the traditions with meaningless objects.

Proliferation of Objects
Meaningless objects and junk appear throughout the
character's lives in Mason's stories.

These characters

surround themselves with meaningless things, and many of
them do not even realize it.

These people fill their

homes and lives with things and products.

One product

that can be seen in almost every story is Coke.

Every

opportunity that is available, someone is drinking Coke
or in some cases a Pepsi or Dr. Pepper.

In "The Rookers"

when Judy realizes that the last Coke was drunk at supper,
she runs to the nearest store to buy some more even though
it is very late and very cold outside.

In "Offerings"

Sandra loves to drink bourban and Coke mixed together.

She

drinks Cokes every opportunity she has.
In "Drawing Names" during the Christmas dinner everyone
sits around and drinks Cokes while trying to talk over the
television.

Opal in "Love Life" cannot seem to watch

television without a glass of Coke beside her chair.

In

"Piano Fingers" Dean who makes deliveries for a drugstore,
delivers a case of Diet Pepsi to a customer's house.

In

"Private Lies" one of the first things Donna asks her
ex-husband is if he wanted a Coke or not.

He should not be

drinking Cokes because he has an ulcer, but so far he has
not stopped drinking them.
Cokes seem to be very important to these people and they
may need them to exist in the "object crazy"
world they

inhabit.

Many of V.ason's characters seem to be droing

in junk.

In Sbense + Lila when Spence stops at a Wal-Mart

store, he notices all the "junk" in the store and thinks
that "people are buying so much junk, thinking it will make
them happy.

when they can't make a path across

the floor through their possessions, they have a yard
sale" (57).

He cannot stand waste because his parents

taught him to "never waste a scrap" (57).

According to

Spence, "these days, with all the new money, everyone has
gone wild" (57).
In "Old Things" Linda is always buying junk at yard
sales and stockyards.

One day she buys a rocking chair to

refinish, a milk glass lamp, and a big grabbag, "a box of
junk you buy for a dollar and then there might be one
thing in it you want" (S 76).

Linda's mother, Cleo, has

"spent years trying to get rid of things she has collected"
(S 76).

After her husband died she got rid of all his

things.

She says that "she doesn't want to live in the past"

(5 76).

Linda's love for objects can also be seen in her

children who love their Star Wars toys and Minute Maker
cameras.
In "Third Monday" Ruby likes to visit flea markets
where most of the tables are full of old plastic toys and
kitchen utensils.

She meets a man who sells dogs or anything

he could make a nickel from such as "retreaded tires, cars,
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old milk cans, and cream separators" (5 236).

For her

birthday, he buys her a three dollar Mexican bracelet
from an old lady at the flea market.

She also sold

"odds and ends of carnival glass, some costume jewelry,
and six Barbie Dolls.

On the ground she had several

crates of banties and guineas and pigeons" (S 239).
of this

None

junk is worth much, but Mason's people are always

willing to buy it.
in "Coyotes" Cobb feels very uncomfortable in his
mother's house where "the furnishings defied classification."
The walls are covered with "needlepoint scenes of castles
and reproductions of paintings of Amish families in buggies.
The entire house is full of junk including three curio
collection of souvenir coasters representing all
fifty states, glass paperweights, glass globes and ashtrays"
all swirling with colors like the planet Jupiter" (LL 164).
In "Midnight Magic" both Steve and his girlfriend
Karen surround themselves with useless objects.

Steve eats

off paper plates which he does not throw away until there is
not a clean spot left in the kitchen.
are scattered throughout his apartment.
nothing of any value in his apartment.
apartment above a dry cleaner's.

Also, his clothes
There is really
Karen lives in an

Her apartment is small,

"decorated with things she made in a crafts club" (LL 24).
She also does not have anything of value either, but her

place is not a wreck like Steve's.
out of Beirut" (LL 29).

His place is "straight

The only important possessfon he

has is his car, Midnight Y,agic.
In "Airwaves" Jane as well surrounds herself with objects.
Her radio is probably her favorite item.

When her boyfriend

Coy moved out of the apartment, they divided the objects.
He took the television and the toaster.
coffeepot.

She took the

They divided the records, the TV tables, and

the kitchen utensils.

When he leaves, she buys herself a

new television right before she loses her job.

She has

surrounded herself with things trying to make herself
happy.

She ;'eels that she cannot live without them.

times the

Many

characters surround themselves with objects

because of something they are lacking in their lives.
of these is a good education.

One

Lack of Education
One problem that many of Mason's characters share is
their lack of education.

It is rare for one of her

characters to have any education beyond high school.

Most

of these characters have dead-end jobs and are living from
paycheck to paycheck.

Many of them cannot keep a job,

and they draw unemployment more than they actually work.
Many of the young characters such as Judy in "The Rookers"
and Narita in the story by the same name are lucky enough
to have parents that worked very hard so that they could
go to college.
In "Midnight Magic" Steve works at a mattress factory
which is "long and low and windowless, and bales of fiberfill
hug the walls" (LL 23).
frames of mattresses.

He spends his days stuffing the

He does not seem to desire anything

more than the mundane job he already has.

In "Coyotes"

Lynnette spends her days looking at the negatives of pictures
to be developed.

She does not seem to enjoy her job, and

she hopes to leave it and find a better position somewhere
else in the near future, but she is not trained to do
anything else.
In "Shiloh" Leroy's only training is that of truck
driver.

He is not qualified to be anything else.

Since

his truck accident, he cannot drive his truck, and he is not

sure if he will ever return to his old job.

If he does not,

then he will probably have to get himself a job in a factory
or an equally mundane job that can literally work a person
to death.

His wife, Norma Jean, works at a Rexall Drug

Store selling cosmetics.

She enjoys her job, but Mason

implies that she could do better if she had a better
education.
Mack Skaggs in "The Hookers" feels inadequate around his
youngest daughter who is attending college.

He feels that

he has to read all that he can to keep up with her.

He

has joined a book club and since his daughter has left
for school, he has read Shogun, Rage of Angels, The Clowns
of God, The Covenant, and parts of Cosmos.

Currently he

is struggling along with The Encyclopedia of Philosophy
which he reads with his "face set in a panful frown"
(S 24-5).

When his daughter comes home talking about photons,

he gets confused.
In "The Hookers" Sandra is very unhappy with her life,
but she is trapped in a marriage and a way of life she
does not want.

She cannot leave her husband because she

has no education and no training to help her get a job.
She realizes that all she knows how to do is what her husband
allows her to do at church.

She knows that if .he had

more education or some type of training, she could probably
find an interesting job.
In "Big Bertha Stories" Jeannette struggles to
survive from day to day.

Her husband, Donald, is rarely
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at home and he works a little at the strip mines.

He

comes home and buys his son a few things and tells him Big
Bertha Stories and then he leaves.

Jeannette "wonders

If she would file for divorce if she could get a job . .
but there aren't many jots around.

With the cost of a

baby sitter, it doesn't pay to work" (1:L,

iF

trapped in this marriage and drawing welfare to feed her child.
In "Piano Fingers" Dean has gone from job to job.
When he graduated from high school, he and Nancy were
already expecting a baby.

His father wanted him to go

into the Army, but Nancy did not.

First he worked at a

filling station, then a garage, a tire plant, and now
he is working for a drugstore.

His boss, r,:r. Palmer, is

trying to sell the store, so shortly Dean will once again
be looking for employment.

At the age of twenty-six, he

is still young enough to begin a career, but every time
he mentions getting training to be an electrician, real
estate agent or even a travel agent, his wife and family
laugh at him.

Nobody encourages him to try and get an

important job or a job that he would like.
concerned about making ends meet.

His wife is only

In many ways he is trapped

because no one is willing to help support him so that he
can go to school to get a decent job.
In "Airwaves" Jane has been laid-off at the factory.
Now she sets around watching television and drawing

unemployment.

She is hoping to get a waitressing job at

the Villa Romano when a position becomes available.

There

are very few jobs around that she is qualified for.

She

has no training or education beyond high school, and she
lives in a small town where there are very few jobs available
anyway.

At the end of the story, she stops at the Army

recruiting station and picks up information on various
fiPids.

In the army she sees a future for herself, and

she decides that she would like to go into communications
and electronic operations.
In "Sorghum" Danny works the four-to-midnight
shift at the tire plant, and his wife, Liz, works all day
at the discount store.
on their marriage.

Their schedule has put a strain

They never see each other, and they

have very few times that they can talk.

Liz went to college

for two years, but she did not get to finish.

Her husband

says that "the two years you went didn't do you any good.
There's not any Jobs around here that call for college"
(LL 201).

She gets angry at him because he is happy with

just getting by, and she is not.
and her children.

She wants more for herself

She would have more opportunities of

getting a good job with a college deg-ee or some type
of training.

Without it, she is stuck in a dead-end job

and a failing marriage.

The Need to Face Mortality
The final problem and one that we all meet is the issue
of facing mortality.

In Spence + Lila, Lila fac(,s the

possibility of Qeath when sne must face to niajor surgeries -one for breast cancer and the other for clogged arteries in
her neck.

The word cancer frightens Spence and Lila.

She

had a friend, Reba, who had died the previous year of
breast cancer.

She was given cobalt treatment, and she lost

her hair, but it did not save her life.

This frightens

Lila, and she is not sure what her future will be.

After

the breast surgery, her surgeon tells her that she could
live without a breast, but she could not live without a head,
a liver, or a heart.

This is supposed to make her feel

better, but it does not.
When the doctor comes to tell Lila the results of her
tests, he tells her that the cancer has spread in two out
of the seventeen lymph nodes that were removed.

He then

goes on to explain that "once the cancer has reached the
lymph nodes, it has gone into the bloodstream, and then it
can end up anywhere" (62).
through pills and shots.

He then recommends chemotherapy
With this news, Lila realizes

that she still may die from the cancer.

She makes it through

her second operation on the clogged arteries in her neck,
but she still has to go home fearing that the cancer could turn
up anywhere in her body.

Lila and Spence had been living

a happy, carefree life before this happened, but this
incident makes them realize that they are mortal and that they
will not be here forever, so they must make the best out
of the time they have left.
In "Third Monday" Ruby also discovers that she has
breast cancer.

Her boyfriend does not know yet, and after

her mastectomy o:!le "wonders whether he will be disgusted
and treat her as though she has been raped, his property
violated" (S 233).

She is very worried about how he will

react, but she finds out at the end of the story that he
has been arrested and has gone to jail, and she will probably
never see him again.

Yet, she has a long way to go before

she will be herself again, and her brush with death changes
her outlook on life.
In "The Climber" Dolores also discovers a lump in her
breast, and she is afraid that she may die from cancer.

She

does not feel that she can talk to her husband about her
fears, so she keeps them to herself.

She tries to prepare

herself for the diagnosis that her doctor may give her.
When she finds out she has fibrocystic disease and not
cancer, it is almost a let down.

When she returns home,

she realizes that life is still going on and that it still
would be going on if she had learned that she was dying.
The world would have gone on without her.
In many stories, characters realize the uncertainty of
life when someone close to them becomes ill or dies.

In

t•O

"Hunktown" Cody gets very upset when he finds out that his
father has lung cancer, and he must have surgery.
after surgery, he may die.

Even

This makes Cody wake up and

realize that he or his father will not be around forever.
In "The Secret of the Pyramids" Barbara is shaken when her
ex-lover is killed in an automobile accident.

This causes

her to look at her own life, and she decides to make
changes to better her life.
In "Love Life" the focus is the family's burial quilt.
Jenny's Aunt Opal has kept the quilt hidden in the closet,
thinking that it is too morbid to look at, and definitely
too morbid to place on a bed.

Jenny thinks that the quilt

is beautiful, but it makes her cry.

It makes her think of

her old boyfriend with whom she traveled around until they
ran out of money and parted.

Recently, she had been thinking

about him, and she called a friend to find out where he
was.

She then learns that he had been killed in Colorado

over a year before when his four-wheel-drive plunged off a
mountain curve.

She is very upset over his death because

she was in Colorado and had not known that he was there.
She thinks that "if [she] still knew him [she] would know
how to mourn, but now [she] [doesn't] know how" (LL
This brush with death makes her think about death for
possibly one of the few times in her life.

The fact that

someone she once loved had been dead for over a year without
her knowledge is very upsetting to her.

In "State Champions" Peggy for the first time is faced
with death.

One day while in class when she was young,

her best friend's older sister runs into the room crying,
"Judy Bee!
(LL iL12).

ama's had a wreck and Linda Faye's killed"
The class suddenly became very quiet.

Judy's

three year-old sister, Linda Faye, had been thrown into
a ditch when her mother had to slam into a truck that pulled
Peggy was "stunned by the news of

out in front of her.

deAth, for [she] had never known a child to die."

She

also had trouble sleeping because her "mind went over and
over the accident, imagining the truck plowing into the
car and Linda Faye pitching out the door or through the
window" (LL 142).
Peggy did not go to the funeral because her family did
not want her to gc.

One day her friend Judy shows her

Linda Faye's grave, and tells Peggy that her mother said
that "Linda Faye will be waiting for us in heaven.
her true home.

That's

The preacher said we should feel special,

to think we have a member of our family all the way up to
heaven" (LL 145).

This is the first time that these

children have ever known anyone that they were close to
that died.

To them death and the prospect of mortality is

very sobering.
In "Bumblebees" Ruth's daughter and husband were
killed in an accident.

They had stopped at an intersection
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when a pickup truck carrying a load of turnips rammed into
them.

Her husband had been taking their daughter to

baton practice.

He died instantly, but their child,

just lingered on for a week, in a ccma.
[She] talked to that child until [she]
was blue in the face. [She] read stories
to her. They kept saying she never heard
a word, but [she] had to do it anyway.
She might have heard (LL 106).

At first, Ruth put pictures of her husband and daughter
all over the house, until one day when she realized that
she knew the faces in the pictures better than she knew
any memories of their faces.

So she

put away the pictures,

hoping her memories would come back to her.

Their deaths

in many ways destroyed her life, because although she has
tried to go on with her life, their memories hold her back.
She lives in fear that something similar

will happen to

herself or to someone else she cares about.
afraid to begin living again.

She is almost

The characters inhabiting the world in all of Mason's
fiction are troubled with many problems.

Their society is

changing so quickly that many have trouble dealing with it,
and they fight to keep their world from being destroyed.
So many stable values have shifted and changed that many
characters are lost and somewhat bewildered.

Families are

quickly falling apart, no one truly communicates any longer,
and characters are no longer sure of their identity,
their place or their past.

Rituals are lost, objects take

over, and Mason's characters are trapped in a world
without education and without any way to cope with their
lives or their mortality.

These are serious problems,

but Mason does not want these characters to feel that
happiness in life is impossible.

She does point out

good and valuable aspects of society that are still remaining.
She seems to be saying that it is important to retain these
values before they also are gone.

She seems to feel

that there are still some things in American culture and
society worth holding on to.

PART II
THE REMAINING POSITIVE
AMERICAN VALUES

ihough Bobbie Ann Mason may sometimes seem to
be pointing out only the problems in American society,
she also devotes some time to the remaining positive aspects.
Mason is not completely pessmistic, and she does not
portray her characters as giving up hope although they
may be nearly buried underneath their problems.

Her

characters are forced to go along with changing times, but
they for the most part do so willingly even though they may
be bewildered.

Not all of these changes are bad; in fact,

many of the changes are very helpful and necessary for
future happiness.

There are also some positive values

left from the "old" society which are important.

As a whole,

Mason may be nearly as optimistic as pessimistic about modern
society.
Mason does not offer any answers

to the problems,

and she refrains from "comment, extrapolations, [and]
conclusions.

She rarely appears to identify with her

characters or to invite identification.
them be" (Jersild 165).

She simply lets

Actually, there are no easy answers

to help solve the problems, but Mason implies that there
are still many things worth fighting for left in this
society.
Many characters take advantage of the changes that
have occurred to improve

.heir lives instead of hurting
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themselves.

Not all change is bad, and some important

values are still left.

The positive may not be as obvious

as the negative, but it is still there.

r.:ason seems to

be saying that there are five positive aspects of society
remaining that can lead to happier lives:

(1) Postponement

of Yarriage and Children, (2) Freedom of Choice, (3) Education,
(4) Contentment with the Land, and (5) The Ability to Laugh
at Ourselves.

Postponement of Marriage and Children
One of the leading causes of unhappy marriages and
divorces in Mason's world is that many people marry too
young.

Many of Mason's characters married when they were

teenagers straight out of high school.

They did not have

the chance to completely grow up before they became fulltime adults.

By the time that they reach the point where

they might be emotionally ready for marriage and a family,
they find themselves trapped in a unhappy marriage, and
many feel that they have wasted many years of their lives.
In "Shiloh" Leroy and Norma jean Moffit married too
young.

By the time that they are actually ready for the

responsibilities of marriage, they have already been
"unhappily" married for sixteen years.

They were both

eighteen when they married because Norma Jean was pregnant.
When the baby died, they discovered that they had no reason
to stay together, so Leroy spent the next fifteen years
away from home working.
In "The Rookers" Mary Lou and Mack Skaggs also married
too young, and "even though they have three grown daughters,
they are only in their late forties" (S 19).

When their

children leave home, they no longer have anything in common,
and they do not know how to communicate with each other.
the stories where a couple married young such as in
"Bumblebees," "Big Bertha Stories," "i!un'Ktown," "Narita,"

In
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"Piano Fingers," "Private Lies," "Sorghum," "Nemphis,"
"Wish," "Offerings," "Still Life with Watermelon," "Old
Things," "Drawing Names," "Residents and Transients,"
"The Retreat," "Graveyard Day," and "A New-Wave Format"
most of the characters find themselves in unhappy situations
by the time they reach their forties.
Mason seems to be promoting later marriages.

Although

Spence + Lila does show a marriage that works even though
the couple is young, most of the characters who married a
little later in life had happier marriages.

Also, the younger

generation is definitely not getting married as young as
their parents did.

They have other things they plan to

do before they contemplate marriage.
to marry any time soon.

Narita does not plan

She discovers that she is pregnant,

and at one time she would have been almost forced by
society to marry.

Instead of marrying, she gets an abortion.

She is too immature to handle the responsibility of marriage
and children.

In time, when she matures more, she may

possibly be able to have a successful marriage.
Allison in "Bumblebees" may go back to college instead
of marrying young.

She has recently had a huge fight with

her boyfriend, and she is not sure if she plans to return
to college in the fall or not.

She is uncertain of her

future but is definitely not ready for marriage.

In "Airwaves"

Jane and Coy decided to live together instead of getting

married.

This turned out to be a wise decision since their

relationship did not work out.

Coy lost his job and decided

he has "to work things out" (LL 181).
seem ready for marriage.

Jane also does not

She realizes that Coy is not the

man she thought he was or the right man for her.

If they

had married, it would have probably ended in a divorce.
In "Midnight Magic" Steve is reluctant to get married
until he is sure that he has found the perfect girl for him.
He is not sure if his current girlfriend, Karen, is this gir
or not, and as the story progresses he becomes more and
more doubtful.

He is now in his late twenties, and he feels

almost ready for marriage especially since his bestfriend
apparently met the "perfect" woman and recently married
her, but Mason seems to be saying that Steve is wise to
wait.
Many of Mason's more modern females are not concerned
with marriage.

They do not feel that they have to get

married unless they would like to.

In "Love Life" Jenny

is past thirty and has "left behind a trail of men" (LL 2).
She is not in a hurry to get married, and she feels that
marriage is outdated and she does not "know anybody who's
married and happy" (LL 9).

Her current boyfriend would like

to marry her, but she does not seem very interested.
feels complete without being married.

She

Ruby in "Third

Monday" is also not in a hurry to get married.

She has
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not met the person that she would be willing to give up
her freedom for.
Nancy Culpepper in the story by the same name waited
to get married.

She did not get married directly out of

high school; instead, she moved away from home and went to
college.

While in g,-aduate school, she met and married

her husband Jack, and they also waited a while before having
a child.

Nancy and Jack have a happy marriage.

have fulfilling careers and a happy home life.

They both
She did not

marry until she had led a somewhat independent life and had
become more mature.

She also did not marry until she had

almost completeri graduate school so that, unlike women who
marry very young, she had an education.

The decision not

to marry or the decision to postpone marriage is one of
the most important examples of Mason's next positive value.
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The Freedom of Choice
Mason shows us people who are not as restricted as
they have been in previous decades.

They do not necessarily

have to behave in a certain way, and they have more choices
In life and more expectations.

Despite their economic

limitations, many of them can choose the way they want
to conduct their lives.

People are not expected to look

a certain way or live a certain way.

People are not

scorned as much as they once were for "unusual" behavior.
The changes in society opened many doors for people that
had previously been closed, especially for women.
Jenny in "Love Life" is very independent.
chosen to lead a very independent life.

She has

She lives alone,

has had several relationships but no marriages and she has
her own career.

She has also spent most of her time travelling

and working at various jobs in different parts of the
country.

Not very long ago, her behavior would have been

very unsuitable for a woman.

Today, J-nny does not feel that

she has to act in a certain way or hurry up and marry and
have the average 2.5 children.

She is happy living an

Independent life so that she can do exactly what she wants
to do.
In "Hunktown" Joann has suddenly realized that sne
has the power of choice.

She has remarried for the second

time after being in a long unhappy first marriage.

Since
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her divorce, she has become more liberated.

Her second

husband would like for her to move to Nashville with him
so that he can try to become a famous country music singer,
but she does not feel that she has to give up everything and
go with him.

She does not want to give up her land and

her home to follow Cody while he chases after his dreams.

She

does not have to give up everything; instead, she plans
to stay at her home because she is finally at the stage
in her life where she can truly do what she wants to do.
At one time, she would have been expected to give up
everything for her husband, no matter what she wanted to do.
Marita gets to choose whether she wants to have her
baby or terminate her pregnancy.

At one time, she would

not have had a choice unless she got an illegal abortion
that could have killed her.

Today people do not scorn

unmarried women who get pregnant as much as they once did.
If she had had the baby, it would have been acceptable.
Marita decides to terminate her pregnancy for various reasons.
She is very young, unmarried, unsure of who the father is,
without steady employment, and very immature.

Now women

have the choice of getting an abortion or not, and Mason
seems to approve of having this choice.
Sandra in "Offerings" is free to do what she wants
to do.
cats.

She is happy sitting at home growing vegetables and
She was unhappy with her husband, so she has decided
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not to stay with him.

As her mother and grandmother visit

her, Sandra's mother warns Sandra not to mention her
separation to her grandmother because when she was young,
women did not do such things.

They stayed with their husbands,

and women behaved in a certain way.

Sandra's mother also

keeps her smoking a secret from her mother-in-law, and she
never told her about the hysterectomy that she had years
before.

She can never act freely around her mother-in-law.

Sandra, in respect for her grandmother, does hide her
separation, but it is clear that she does not plan to go
back to her husband just to make her grandmother happy.
In "The Ocean" Bill and Imogene are free to do whatever
they want to do because they have just retired.
their family farm and home and bought a RV.

Bill sold

They have

decided to spend their elderly years going places that they
never had the chance to go to when they were young.

They

both have worked hard all of their lives and now they feel
that they deserve to do what they want to do and go where they
want to go.

Jmogene does not have to stay at home canning

and cooking anymore, and Bill is not forced to sit at home
everyday doing nothing.

They can do whatever pleases them, and

for the first time they get to put their wants first.

The

fact that Mason allows them to travel happily down the road
indicates that she applauds their freedom of choice. Yet, at
the same time, they are leaving their important roots behind.
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Education
In many instances, Mason seems to be suggesting that
education is a way in which people can change their lives for
Not only does it allow for more choices, but

the better.

the characters can improve their lives, or they can even
begin a new life with more poL !bilities.

In "The Hookers"

Mack and Mary Lou Skagg's youngest daughter, Judy, is
fortunate enough to be the first in her family to go
to college.

She learns about things that confuse her parents

because they have never heard about them.

On weekends

she brings home "a math book, a science took, something
called A Rhetoric for the Eighties, and a heavy psychology
book" (S 27).

She also tries to explain quantum mechanics

and photons that disappear if you look for them.

Her

parents have no idea what she is talking about, for Judy's
education is opening up to her a world that was closed to
her parents.
Nancy Culpepper is a prime example of how education can
improve a person's life.

Nancy not only went to college

as an undergraduate, but she also went to graduate school.
Her husband also went to college and now he is a free-lance
photographer with his own studio at home.

In "Lying Doggo,"

which contains the same characters as "Nancy Culpepper,"
Mason explains that Nancy was unable to rind a use for
her degree in history, so she returned to school to take

75

education and administration courses.

Now she is assistant

principal of a small private elementary school.

She and her

husband, Jack, seem to te happy with their lives compared
to Mason's other characters.

Their marriage seems stable,

and they are not plagued with financial problems.

Education

has provided them with the opportunity to have a better life
than their parents did.
In three stories, Mason's characters are unsure about
whether they would like to go to college or not.

In "A

New-Wave Format" Sabrina Jones is currently acting in small
roles in plays put on by the Western Kentucky Little
Theatre.

She is only twenty years old, and she is uncertain

about her future.

Her parents had sent her to college for

a year, but her father, a farmer, "lost money on his hogs
and [she] couldn't afford to continue" (S 216).

She wants

to go to college, but her boyfriend, Edwin, with whom she
is living, does not have the money to send her.

In college,

"she learned things that make him feel ignorant around her"
(S 216).

She is considering taking a drama course at

Murray State, but she is unsure if she really wants to or
not or if she can afford it.

Edwin does not encourage

her to go to college, because he is afraid that he will lose
her.

Mason seems to be implying that Sabrina should go to

college if she possibly can.
Marita has been attending college, but she has dropped
out because she is pregnant.

Marita decides to get an

abortion, but she is still unsure if she plans to go back to
college or not.

Her mother had worked for years to save up

enough money so that her daughter could attend college.
Marita does not have any special plans, and she does not know
if she wants to go back to school.

Her mother encourages

her to go back and finish her education and then after getting
a good job, get married and have children if she wants to.
Mason seems to be seconding Marita's mother and seems to be
extolling education.
In "Bumblebees" Allison has come home from college for
the summer.

She suddenly comes to the decision that she

is going to quit school for a year and get a job and an
apartment in Lexington.

She feels that "school's a drag

right now" and that "it'll be good for [me] to get out in the
real world" (LL 109).

She tells her mother to think of

it as junior year abroad.

If she drops out of school, she

probably will never go back again.

Her mother knows that

she cannot force Allison to go back to school, but she feels
that she is making a mistake.

She can see the importance

of getting an education, but Allison still seems to be immature
enough to just want to have fun without considering the
future.

Mason also seems to imply that Allison is making

a mistake in not continuing her education.
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Contentment with the Land
Whenever many of r,lason's characters find themselves
bogged down with problems, they often turn to the land
or farm to find peace.

:he land gives them a sense of

continuity which can easily be taken for granted.

The

regular rhythms of the farm -- the crops being harvested and
animals being born -- bring peace and tranquility to many of
the characters.
In Spence + Lila, Spence finds peace when he is looking
at his land.

He loves his farm.

After visiting Lila in

the hospital, he cannot wait to return home t,o hi 7 farm.
He feeds his animals and talks to them.

He has named all of

his farm animals, and he treats them as individuals with
distinct personalities.

When looking at his farm, Spence

thinks "this is all there is in the world -- it contains
everything there is to know or possess" (132).

Spence

would be completely content if he never had to leave his
farm.

Lila also gets her strength from the land.

hospital, memories of her home keep her going.

In the

Her great

love is her garden which she tends with both dedication and
devotion.

The last paragraph in this short novel describes

both Lila and Spence's contentment with the land:

The way she laughs is the moment
waiting for. She rares her head
steadily, her throat working and
flashing. Her cough catches her

he has been
back and laughs
her eyes
finally and

slows her down, but her face is dancing
like pond water in the rain, all unsettled
and stirring with aroused possibility
(175-76).
This scene takes place when Lila arrives home after her
stay in the hospital.

One of the first things that Lila

does is to go to her garden and look at her many vegetables.
At home, she and Spence once again find peace and happiness.
Sandra in "Offerings" finds contentment with her farm
also.

She spends a lot of time in her garden picking

tomatoes, dill, cucumbers, and beans.

She also has plenty

of farm cats roaming around and ducks on the pond.

At

night when she goes to bed, "a bat circles above the barn.
The ducks are splashing.

A bird [she] can't identify calls

a mournful good night" (S 55).
with nature.

She is very much in tune

She is at her happiest when she is on her

farm watching na ,uire, especially at night.

It is here that

she finds peace and strength.
Joann in "Hunktown" also finds her contentment in the
farm she inherited from her parents.

Although her husband

would like her to sell the farm, she will not consider
it.

She draws her strength and happiness from the land.

:f

she left, she would not have anything of her own to hang on
to anymore.
In "Bumblebees" it is the land that provides Barbara,
her daughter Allison, and her friend Ruth, the opportunity
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to begin life all over again.

They spend many hours working

hard planting trees and 11 types of vegetables in the
garden.

This planting and growing of the trees and the

garden in many ways is a healing process.

Barbara has

recently gotten a divorce and Ruth's husband and daughter
have hen t-agically killed in a car accident.

On the farm

they slowly begin to heal and start to live their lives
The farm gives them the strength to begin again.

again.

They

are contented with their new, peaceful existence.
In "Love Life" Jenny seems lost and without a real
home until she buys a farmette on acres of woods on Lake
Barkley.

When she buys this land, she feels like she finally

has a home with her own trees and vines and even underbrush
"thick and spotted with raindrops" (LL 13).

On this land,

she intends to begin a new home for herself.
Mary Sue in "Residents and Transients" loves living
in the country.

Her husband is in Louisville working, but

she has remained on the farm.

She has no intentions of

following him, but she has not told him this yet.

She

does not want to go back to "living on the streets again"
with houses surrounding her (S 122).

She lives in an old

farmhouse which she loves for "its stateliness, the way it
rises up from the fields like a patch of mutant jimsonweeds"
(S 122).
farm.

She also has many cats that wander all over the

She treats them like people, and even vacuums their

pillows.

The cats go in and out of the house like "the

changing of the guard" (S 123).

She does not desire a

modern brick home in a nice subdivision near town.

She

is very happy and content with her home on the farm.

The Ability to Laugh at Ourselves
Throughout all of the problems, Mason's characters
seem to maintain a sense of humor.

Many of her characters

are very humorous, and she often "zeros in on the foibles
and eccentricities of ordinary folks" (Jersild 163).

She

also never fails to reveal "the profound beneath the
trivial -- the sometimes poignant lives under such contemporary
superficialities as K-Mart shopping, flea market browsing,
or vacationing in a Winnebago" ("Profile:
and Her Old Kentucky Home" 4).

Bobbie Ann Mason

Beneath everything there

is always humor and the characters' ability to laugh at
themselves offers them partial solution.
In "The Rookers" Mary Lou plays Rook with

the Rookers,

Thelma Crandall, Clausie Dowdy, and Edda Griffin.

These

are elderly widows, and Mack feels that it is unhealthy
for his wife to socialize with senior citizens because
"old people [give] him the creeps, the way they talk about
diseases" (S 19).

These widows sit around and gossip about

everyone they know and some people they do not know.

They

arrive at the card parties "in separate cars, not trusting
each other's driving," and one of the widows refuses to
sit at a table set on a bulldozer sprocket "for fear she
will catch her foot in one of the holes at the base"
(S 19).

The widows themselves are humorous, and their

outlook on life is humorous.

Mason evokes humor into the serious subject of having
an operation in "Offerings."

Sandra's mother developed

"an infection but was afraid to see the doctor.
go away, she insisted.

It would

The infection disappeared,

but a few years later inexplicable pains pierced her like
needles.

Blushing with shame, and regretting her choice of

polka-dotted panties, she learned the worst" (S 53).
As her mother is forced to have a hysterectomy, she can
hear the surgeons discussing a basketball game, and she
The

feels that her incision resembles the Red Sea parting.
situation was serious, but she is able to look at it
with a humorous eye.

Humor helps Lila to face her two serious surgeries in
Spence + Lila.

As Spence and Lila enter the hospital before

she has surgery, the air-conditioning blasts them, and they
feel "as though they are walking into a meat locker" (17).
As Lila's doctor explains how serious the carotid
endarterectomy (cleaning out the plaque in the arteries
in the neck) is, he warns her that without it the
transischemic attacks -- little strokes Lila has been having
will lead to the big stroke down the roadt

thi

that it sounds funny -- "The big stroke down the road, . • •
It sounds like the title of a children's book" (43).

After

surgery, "Lila feels as though she has been left out in the
field for the buzzard" (61).

The orderlies remind her of

leprechauns, and she finds humor in everytning no matter
how serious.

Lila's grumpy roommate also spices up Lila's

stay in the hospital.
at the nurses.

All she does is complain and fuss

She refuses to eat any of the food.

Half

of the time she keeps Lila laughing so hard that she cries,
and her crazy behavior helps cheer Lila up.
Opal in "Love Life" is also a humorous character.
She loves to watch MTV because she feels that the rock
stars are funny.

Whenever she watches television, she

always has her Kleenex box, glasses case, a glass of coke
with ice, and "a cut-glass decanter of clear liquid that
could be just water for tne plants" (LL 1).

Of course

this clear liquid is not water, it is alcohol, and she
is happy that she is retired because "she doesn't have to
sneak into the teachers' lounge for a little swig from the
jar in her pocketbook" (LL 1).
nerve to buy her own liquor.

Yet, Opal does not have the

She gets her niece, Jenny,

to go and buy it, but never at the same store because she
is afraid that Jenny will get a reputation as a drinker.
Opal is one of Mason's more humorous characters, because
Opal never gets too serious about anything; she just likes
to have fun.

:nstead of getting upset about her arthritis,

she Just laughs about it and calls it Old Arthur.
Dean in "Piano Fingers" is also humorous.

He

spends most of his time dreaming about an imaginary TV

detective called Ballinger.

He is always thinking of

crazy plots that Ballinger can be in.

Everytime he meets

someone, he tries to come up with a story to put them in along
with Ballinger.

Everytime he makes a delivery at work,

he dreams that he is Ballinger, and that he is working
on a very important case.

His wife, Nancy, is also humorous.

Every night she "zooms" through a new historical romance
or what she refers to as "Bodice Busters."

When Dean asks

her if it had a happy ending, she replies, "If it didn't,
I'd slam it against the wall" (LL 83).

Instead of allowing

life to get mundane and boring, Dean uses his imagination
to make life just a little more interesting. He and his
wife choose humcr over tears.

They had rather laugh at

life than cry about it, as do many of Mason's characters.
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Bobbie Ann Mason's stories descr!e American society
in the 1980s.

The modern world is rapidly changing, and

if not careful, a person can easily get lost in these
changes.

Mason's characters live in a problem-filled

world, where sometimes the problems seem limitless.

Yet

there is still hope; there is still a chance that we can
save ourselves and solve our problems and stop creating more.
Mason seems to be pointing out the need to keep important
values and morals.

She seems to be urging Americans to

wake up and see what is actually happening around them and
to them.

She seems to be saying that with effort, people

can make a better life for themselves.

There are still

opportunities around to improve people's lives.

Currently,

the problems outnumber the good qualities of today's world,
but Mason does point out a few remaining values or aspects
that can help people be happier.

Mason also seems to

promote later marriages and education, two positive goals
that can make people happier.

The land is still there, we

have more choices than ever, and we still have the ability
to laugh at ourselves.

Before we can truly appreciate what

we have, we have to realize that the positive things are
there, and take advantage of them.

All of the problems

Mason depicts in her fiction -- livorce,

of communication,

loss of identity, loss of place, obsession with the past,
submersion in rock music and TV, loss of ritual, proliferation

of objects, lack of education, and the need to face mortaii 4 y,
have to be faced and dealt with.

Mason herself does not

suggest any answers to these problems; she generally just
points out the problems and leaves it to each individual
character to find an answer or at least come to terms with
the problems.

But occasionally she also suggests a few

remaining positive values in this rapidly changing world.
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